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‘Gorbachev probw Sibenan oil productlon

problems

By Antero Pietila
Moscow Bureau of The Sun

" MOSCOW —— Soviet leader Mik-
hail S. Gorbachev flew to Western
Stberia yesterday to investigate seri-
ous production difficulties in the
céuntry s main oil flelds.

: His trip came as the Soviet Union,
the worid's largest oil producer, is
slashing crude oil exports to the
West because of extraction prob-

lems.
! Western industry analysts have
estimated that the Soviets may have

td cut up to one third of the exports,
but Finland's state-owned oil com-
pany reported it had been told the
dicrease would be somewhat lower.

: About 60 percent of Soviet hard -
earnings come from crude
sales to the West. Thus, any de-

in exports is likely to create a
chain reaction that may affect this

country’s purchasing power over-
s&sasweuasltsdomwtlcgmwth

te.
T During his visit to the Tyumen
n, which is experiencing partic-
ly serious problems, Mr. Gor-
bachev exhorted workers in the city
o[ lehnyvartovsk to boost t.helr out-

pu
! The party leader, dressed in a
wool overcoat and gray fedora, was
own on the national evening tele-
\dsion news chatting with oil work-

"We cannot live without Siberia
now. Mr. Gorbachev told them.
“Conquerlng Siberia is a matter con-
cerning all of us. I will say this [at a
forthcoming meeting], that it is nec-

wsarytosaygoodt.hlngsaboutthe
people who come here.

“But now you face new demands, -

new tasks, and Tyumen is lagging
behind a little bit. This is impossi-

ble.”

A Soviet economic newspaper re-
ported recently that 20 percent of
the wells in Tyumen were out of ser-

“vice because of maintenance prob-

lems.

As Western Siberia experlenced
heavy development pressure to re-
place declining output elsewhere,
twice as many wells were drilled to

~ produce the same yleld as five years

h.dalntenance of the numerous
wells has become a major problem

- because of transportation difficulties
and because few skilled workers

want to work in the inhospitable
conditions of Siberia.

Western Siberia replaced the Vol-
ga-Urals area as the main center of
Soviet oll production in the 1970s.

Initially, the new fields were more
extensive and more productive than
expected. But they seem to have
been depleted sooner than anticipat-
ed as well.

Soviet oil production trouble was
first predicted by the CIA in 1977

and has been evident for some time.

In February, the difficulties re-
sulted in the firing of Soviet Oil Min-
ister Nikolai Maltsev.
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About the sarne time, Viadimir
Dolgikh, the party secretary in

charge of the energy , toured
the troubled Tyumen fields.

He criticized work performance

. there, even though authorities over

the past four years had resorted to
wholesale firings of incompetent ex-
traction managers and leaders of
geological and construction teams.

Since Mr. Dolgikh's visit, dismiss-
als of senior managers have contin-
ued.

Acco to a British govern-
ment estimate, energy will absorb
over one-fifth of this country’s capi-
tal investment and almost haif of its
industrial investment for the rest of
the century.

Those heavy investment needs
come at a time when Mr. Gorbachev
has ordered an economy-wide drive
to intensify production and modern-
ize outmoded plants.




